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Chapter One 


An albino mustang with crystal-blue eyes watched the ranch house. Samantha Forster watched back, holding the 
curtain aside so she could peer through the window in the kitchen door. 


Even though the sun hadn’t yet risen, a lot was going on at River Bend Ranch. Two cowboys had ridden out to 
check the stock. The foreman hammered a loose hinge on the barn door. Dad was tossing hay into the pasture and all 
the saddle horses—except Popcorn—jostled each other as they ate. 

How did Popcorn know she was coming? And why did the captive mustang care? 


A cold nose bumped Sam’s palm, then Blaze yapped like a dog half his size. 


“T know how to open the door,” Sam told the border collie as he tried the movement again, lifting her hand toward 
the doorknob. 


Sam stepped outside. Blaze knocked against her knee as he rocketed into the morning, but Sam stood still, rubbing 
warmth into her arms. Mornings started off bright and cold in Nevada’s high desert country. 


July sunlight, yellow as lemonade, shone over River Bend Ranch, while frost still sparkled on the fence around the 
ten-acre pasture. It wouldn’t last long. Blue morning glory flowers vining up the chicken wire surrounding Gram’s 
garden were halfway open. 


It would be eighty degrees by noon. 


Sam walked toward the ten-acre pasture where Popcorn waited. Her sneakers were quiet, but Ace and Strawberry 
noticed her approach and raised their heads, hay dropping from their lips. 


Popcorn snorted, then tensed, forgetting all about Sam as an orange monarch butterfly landed on his nose. 


The gelding’s blue eyes crossed for an instant, trying to focus on the butterfly. As its wings spread, Popcorn shook 
his head, lashed out his hind legs, and launched into a gallop. 


“I know you're just terrified of that tiny butterfly,” Sam called after him. 


Popcorn was tall for a mustang and his sturdy build hinted at draft blood. His startled retreat wasn’t due to fear, but 
high spirits. 


Blaze rushed barking along the fence. Hooves thudded as other horses joined the morning run. Their glossy backs 
glinted bay, sorrel, and roan. Manes of black and tawny brown flew and their nostrils widened as they rejoiced in the 
scent of hoof-crushed grass. 

This joyful stampede happened every morning, but it thrilled Sam every time. 

“You ready?” Dallas, the ranch foreman called from the barn doorway. 

“Just about.” 

Sam knew it was time to get busy. Today, she’d start training her month-old black filly, Tempest, to lead. 

Before she took a single step toward Dallas, who was waiting to help, Gram called from the porch. 

“Jen’s on the phone. Do you have time to talk before you get started?” 


Weird, Sam thought. 


Last night when she’d talked with her best friend, Jen had moaned over the huge number of chores she had to finish 


before she was allowed to ride over to spend the week at River Bend Ranch. 


It would be worth it, though. Not only would Jen be a new counselor for HARP, the Horse and Rider Protection 
program, but it was the week of the Fourth of July. 


A parade, carnival, and other festivities were planned. They couldn't have picked a better time for a weeklong 
sleepover. 


Since Jen’s parents were leaving on a rare holiday away from the ranch, they were monitoring Jen’s every move, 
making sure she finished her chores before they let her escape. 


If Jen had made time for a phone call, it must be important. 

“Sure,” Sam said to Gram. Gesturing to Dallas, she added, “Pll be right back.” 

Inside, Sam took the telephone receiver, noticing a sticky spot from the oatmeal cookie dough Gram was mixing. 
“Hello?” Sam said. 

“How would you feel about a playdate?” Jen asked. 


“A playdate?” Sam asked. She pictured her best friend’s intelligent face and owlish eyes as she tried to make sense 
of the question. “Aren’t we a little old for playdates?” 


“Sure,” Jen said, then she drew a breath so deep, Sam heard it. “But this isn’t for us. Ryan wants his colt to come 
play with Tempest.” 


“Wow,” Sam said. As she twirled in excitement, the phone cord wrapped around her. “That is so cool.” 


Ryan Slocum’s colt was one day older than Tempest. On the open range, young horses raced around and learned 
how to be herd members by playing with other foals. 


“That’s perfect!” Then, as she disentangled herself from the cord, Sam’s mind collided with a complication. Ryan’s 
father, Linc Slocum. “Is it okay with his dad?” 


Linc Slocum was the richest man in northern Nevada. No one knew exactly how he’d gotten so wealthy. Most folks 
were too neighborly to pry, but the wild schemes he’d pulled since he’d bought Gold Dust Ranch proved Linc 
Slocum didn’t mind skirting the law. 


“I’m not exactly sure Ryan's told his dad,” Jen said. “Ryan said something about his father driving to Winnemucca 
to look at a custom-made saddle.” 


That figures, Sam thought. 


Linc Slocum dreamed of being a real cowboy and thought he could buy the trappings to make people think he was 
one. 


Ryan’s colt was the offspring of one of those “trappings.” 

To Linc, Apache Hotspot, a blue-blooded Appaloosa mare, had looked like the perfect Western horse. He’d spent 
thousands of dollars on her and he’d planned to begin an Appaloosa breeding program. He’d been furious when 
Hotspot escaped, then turned up in foal to Diablo, a fierce blue roan stallion noted for his hammerhead. 

Sam hadn’t yet seen the foal, but she’d heard Linc hated the colt as much as Ryan loved it. 


“Sam, there’s just one thing,” Jen said, hesitantly. 


Sam waited, stepping aside so Gram could get to the kitchen counter and check a crock that held rising bread dough. 


“What is it?” Sam asked. 

“Pll let Ryan tell you,” Jen said. “Or beg you, I guess. It’s kind of a big favor.” 

“Really?” Sam asked. “Ryan can buy anything he wants. What kind of favor could he need from me?” 
“You have to say yes, Sam,” Jen insisted. “He wouldn't ask if it wasn’t important.” 

“Can’t you do it?” Sam asked. Jen’s persistent voice made her uneasy. 

“Not this time.” 


“You can do anything I can. And more.” Besides, you’re the one with the crush on him, Sam thought, but she said, 
“And you’re the one he likes.” 


“T can’t give him the permission he needs to do this,” Jen said with forced patience. “But you can.” 
Sam didn’t like the sound of that. 
“Now you’ve got me really worried,” Sam said. 


Despite his money and good looks, Ryan didn’t have much backbone. Weakness could get you in big trouble here, 
where life hadn’t left the frontier days totally behind. 


Looking up, Sam wished she’d kept that last sentence to herself. Judging by Gram’s frown as she stirred her cookie 
dough, she’d heard. 


“Tell him to come on over, and we'll see,” Sam told Jen, then she glanced at the kitchen clock. “I’ve got to go. 
Dallas is waiting for me.” 


«You're a pal,” Jen said, sighing. “I’ll be over as soon as I can.” 

“Hurry,” Sam encouraged her. Then, so that Jen could do just that, Sam said good-bye. 

«What's that all about?” Gram asked. 

“Ryan’s going to bring his colt over to play with Tempest.” 

“How nice,” Gram said. She raised one eyebrow, as if she expected an explanation of what she’d overheard. 
Sam edged toward the door, even though she doubted Gram would let her escape. 

She only had three steps left to go, then two, when Gram asked, “Sam, what has you worried?” 

“I’m not sure,” Sam said honestly. 

Jen had sounded nervous. That was not like her. 

And if Ryan planned to “beg” her to do something before his dad returned, his favor must be something sneaky. 
Gram would not approve. 


“T want plenty of time to work with Tempest before the HARP girls get here,” Sam admitted. “I think the first day is 
the most important.” 


Gram studied Sam as if she might draw out another reason. 


“I wonder if you're also just a little bit worried Ryan’s colt will be like his sire,” Gram suggested. 


“Diablo was fierce,” Sam admitted. The chaos of fighting stallions, with the biting, kicking, and screaming neighs of 
superiority, came back to her. “But this is just a baby. Besides,” Sam paused, smiling as she reduced the stallions’ 
battle to a schoolyard boast, “Tempest’s daddy beat his daddy.” 

Gram laughed, then fluttered a hand toward the door. 

“Dallas isn’t good at waiting, so you’d best get along out there. I won’t expect to see you ’til lunchtime.” 


Sam kissed Gram’s cheek, then bolted out the door toward the barn, trying to make up for lost time by running. 


Sam heard Tempest’s tiny hooves galloping around the barn corral. As she drew closer, Sam heard the filly huff 
with exertion. 


“Don’t know that you'll ever be able to use her with those HARP kids,” Dallas said as Sam opened the gate to the 
barn corral and eased inside. 


Instantly, Sam could tell Dallas wasn’t talking about Tempest. 


Dallas held a lead rope clipped to Dark Sunshine’s halter. Dallas had been foreman on River Bend Ranch for as long 
as Sam could remember. The only time she’d seen his gray hair this disheveled was during last summer’s barn fire. 


Dark Sunshine’s mane was just as untidy. Torrents of black hair stood up on her crest and tangled against her 
brown-gold neck. The mare glared past her forelock with accusing eyes. 


“What happened?” Sam asked. 
“Had us a little set-to,” Dallas explained, with a glance toward Tempest. 


The filly’s slender legs slowed to a trot. Her head swung from side to side, considering her mother, Sam, then her 
mother again. 


“I thought it might be a good idea to keep the mare inside the barn,” Dallas continued. “That way the filly could 
concentrate on her lesson. But the buckskin had a different opinion.” 


“Sorry,” Sam said. 
“Didn’t seem like a good day to insist,” Dallas said. 


Sam nodded in agreement. In a few hours, the HARP girls would arrive. And then there was Ryan, but she wouldn’t 
tell Dallas about that until she had to. 


There was a good chance she and Dallas were already destined for a day of butting heads. They’d never agreed 
about handling horses. Though he was kind, he believed in telling horses what to do. Sam liked to try asking first. 


“Mare doesn’t know how to be tame,” Dallas pointed out, as he handed Tempest’s halter and lead rope to Sam. 
Like most cowboys, Dallas only said a tenth of what he was thinking. 


Did he mean Dark Sunshine never should have been captured? Sam wondered. Or that she should have been 
carrying a saddle and rider by now? 


Sam studied Dallas’s sun-lined face, hoping he’d go on. 
“Once the filly’s weaned, you'll want to see to that,” Dallas said. 
Sam’s heart zigzagged in fear or excitement. She couldn’t tell which as she answered, “I will.” 


Bidding for Sam’s attention, Tempest skittered up, within reach, and stopped. 


Blue-black in the sunlight, the filly dipped her head, then lifted it, waiting for the sound of her secret name. But 
Dallas stood too close. 


“Makes more sense to wean a foal before breaking it to lead,” Dallas said. He skimmed a callused hand along Dark 
Sunshine’s neck, rewarding her for staying calm. 


“Tempest doesn’t mind the halter,” Sam said. 
“She’s still kinda young,” Dallas said. 


Dallas had already had a half century of horse experience on the day Sam had been born. She respected that. He was 
River Bend’s foreman, too. Only Gram and Dad had more say-so in how the ranch was run. 


If she hadn’t been present for Tempest’s birth, if she hadn’t spent hours bonding with the filly, Sam would have 
accepted Dallas’s advice. But she knew Tempest. This time Dallas was wrong. 


Since she couldn’t argue with him, Sam decided she’d let Dallas see for himself how Tempest accepted the halter. 


“Hey, baby girl,” Sam crooned as she slipped the noseband over Tempest’s muzzle, lifted the halter into place, and 
lay the thin leather strap behind the filly’s flicking black ears. Finally, Sam fastened the buckle. 


Tempest didn’t protest. She only stamped one tiny hoof, urging Sam to rub behind her ears as she always did after 
the buckle was fastened. 


Sam smiled. She was never quick enough to satisfy the filly. 


“Tt’s your call,” Dallas said, though his tone insisted she was making a mistake trying to teach such a youngster to 
lead. 


“She trusts me,” Sam explained. 
Tempest closed her eyes and leaned harder into the fingers kneading behind her ears. 
“Trust’ll mean nothin’ if she’s scared. When you snap on that lead rope, she’ll run to her mama.” 


Sam looked Tempest over carefully. She didn’t look like she was poised to make a dash for her mother. She looked 
drowsy. 


“If you don’t take Sunny into the barn, maybe Tempest won't run after her.” 


“Horses are prey animals,” Dallas insisted. “Something happens that filly don’t understand, and it’s natural shell 
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run from it. Just be ready, is all I’m sayin’. 


Still rubbing Tempest's velvety head, Sam imagined Tempest bolting, then hitting the end of the rope with all her 
energy. She could fall. That would be a bad introduction to the world of ropes and reins. 


“What if we start inside the stall?” Sam asked. 
“Good idea,” Dallas said. 


Amazed at Dallas’s approval, Sam gave a quick laugh, but the old foreman was already leading Dark Sunshine to 
the barn. 


The mare walked with him, but her ears flicked back, then sideways. 
“Its okay, girl,” Sam assured the buckskin mare. 


Sunny’s golden-brown head swung to consider Sam. Then she kept walking. The mare wasn’t sure two people 
belonged inside the stall she shared with her foal, but she didn’t fight the pull of the lead. 


Neither did Tempest. When Sam snapped the soft cotton rope onto Tempest’s halter, the filly didn’t seem to notice. 
“All right,” Sam crowed quietly. 


For about ten minutes, Dallas moved Dark Sunshine from side to side, then from one end to the other, of her box 
stall. Sam let Tempest do the same. 


Piece of cake, Sam was thinking, when Dallas spoke up. 
“Tt’ll be a whole other thing when you try to lead her,” Dallas warned. “But let’s try it.” 


Walking with bowlegged stiffness, Dallas led Dark Sunshine out of the stall and back into the corral. Tempest 
followed, with only an annoyed look for the tension on the rope as Sam hurried to keep up. 


“You watch her every second,” Dallas said. “She’s little enough you can hold her if you’re not surprised.” 

“Got it,” Sam agreed. Experience had taught her that horses took advantage of humans who didn’t pay attention. 
Crab-stepping along, Sam kept up with Dallas and Dark Sunshine and still watched Tempest. 

“Makin’ a good start,” Dallas said. 

Sam tried not to feel smug, but maybe she’d convinced Dallas that kindness could win over wildness. 

Not too bad for a girl who spent two years off the ranch and in the city, Sam congratulated herself. 

Suddenly Tempest’s ears tensed and pointed. 

Sam heard the rumble, too. An unfamiliar vehicle was crossing the River Bend bridge. 

Dark Sunshine shied and snorted. 

“No ya don’t.” Dallas pronounced the words with calm determination. 

Then he coiled the lead rope before taking long strides that forced the buckskin to keep up. 

It’s okay, Sam thought, but Tempest squealed. She protested her desertion, though her mother moved just steps 
ahead. The filly dashed forward and the lead was already slipping through Sam’s fingers when her hands closed 
tight. 

Just then, Tempest reached the end of the rope. The sudden tension spun her around to face Sam. 

“I’m sorry, baby, I’m sorry,” Sam soothed. 

“Don’t be,” Dallas corrected. “You’re only showing her what you want.” 

Tempest reared. Ears flattened and eyes narrowed, she reminded Sam she was a mustang. 

Front hooves pawing the air, the filly might have been saying, Do you know who my father is? 

But suddenly the foal faltered. Off balance, she fell forward and Sam felt a flash of pain. 


As Tempest managed to get all four hooves beneath her, Sam touched her cheek. It felt hot where Tempest’s right 
hoof had struck. 


It hurt. A lot. Enough to make her cry, usually, but right now she had something to prove and crying wouldn’t help. 


Sam couldn’t help glancing toward Dallas. 


“You okay?” He sounded worried. 
As soon as she nodded, Dallas turned angry. 


“You tried bein’ gentle, but her mustang blood is boilin’. If you don’t show her who’s boss, you’ ll wreck her.” 


Chapter Two 


“I won't wreck her,” Sam insisted. 


She wanted to face Dallas. And she wanted to see who’d driven over the bridge and into the ranch yard, but Sam 
didn’t take her eyes off Tempest. 


“You’re a good, sweet girl,” Sam murmured. 
The black filly listened and changed tactics. Her tantrum turned into determined sidestepping toward her mother. 


“You want to go see your mama?” Sam asked. From across the pen, she heard Dark Sunshine pawing. “Then we 
have to walk there together.” 


Holding her breath, Sam gripped the rope and walked toward the mare. 


This time, it was Sam who hit the end of the rope with a jerk. Tempest’s weight acted like an anchor. The filly 
refused to be led anywhere. 


Tempest whinnied and shook her head. She reared again, hooves pawing at the halter. 
“Oh, baby,” Sam sighed. 


Settling back on all fours, the filly snorted hard. She did it three times, head lowered, as if she could sneeze the 
halter off. 


Then she glanced away. 


Sam didn’t turn to follow the filly’s eyes. From the comer of her eye, though, Sam saw a champagne-colored Jeep 
Cherokee pulling a matching horse trailer. 


Ryan was here. 

“You got company,” Dallas said. 

“I know,” Sam said. 

The Jeep’s door opened, then shut. 

“You done for the day?” Dallas’s question sounded like a dare. 
“No,” Sam snapped back. 


Of course she was curious about Ryan’s favor, and eager to see his colt, but she’d already messed up the beginning 
of Tempest’s training. Sam would not stop now. 


Feeling Sam’s distraction, Tempest sidestepped toward her mother. 


“T’m going with you,” Sam told the filly. “And you're going to keep looking at me until you figure out what's going 
on.” 


As clearly as if she’d said, “No, I’m not,” Tempest turned around. 
“Put a loop around her hindquarters and tug her along,” Dallas said. 


Sam shook her head. 


“If you did, she couldn't pull that on you,” Dallas chuckled, amused that Sam found herself staring at Tempest's tail 
instead of watching the filly’s face. 


“I know.” Sam tried to sound patient. 

“And your friend wouldn’t—” 

“He can wait!” Sam interrupted. 

“Of course,” Ryan’s voice, with its British accent, sounded cool and so polite, Sam felt her face heat with a blush. 
But Ryan was a horseman. Surely he’d understand. 


She refused to force the filly. Popcorn, Penny, and Dark Sunshine were all proof that forcing mustangs, instead of 
teaching them, created problems. 


Holding the rope snug, but not pulling, Sam worked her way around so that she could see Tempest’s face again. 
The filly blew through her lips. Then, maybe by accident, she took a step forward. 


“Good girl.” Sam sang the words. Since she couldn’t reward the filly with her secret name, Sam allowed a little 
slack in the rope. 


That captured Tempest’s full attention. Brown eyes glistening, the little black mustang studied Sam as if she were 
trying to read her mind. 


Give me one teeny, tiny sign you know what I’m asking you for, and we’re done, Sam thought. 
The filly kept staring. 
Even though Dark Sunshine nickered, Tempest’s eyes stayed on Sam’s. 


Slowly and deliberately, Tempest lifted a front hoof and placed it ahead of the others. She rocked forward, testing. 
Her gleaming black head tilted to one side. 


It wasn’t quite a step, but Tempest had created her own slack in the rope, and that was a good start. 

“You got it.” Sam came down the rope to touch Tempest’s back. 

The filly lifted her head, then ducked it, looking like a black swan as she asked for the sound of her secret name. 
This time, Sam moved close enough to answer. Closing her eyes, Sam stroked the filly’s neck in long, smooth 


movements, then whispered, “Xanadu.” 


She’d first heard the word in a mystical poem read to the class by her English teacher. Instantly, Sam had heard how 
it echoed the Phantom’s secret name. 


Even when she’d discovered that Xanadu only sounded like it began with a Z, like Zanzibar, it had remained in her 
mind as the perfect secret name for the Phantom’s foal with Dark Sunshine. 


“Xanadu,” Sam whispered once more, and the filly relaxed against her. 
Let Dallas and Ryan think she spoke nonsense to the filly. This was magic only she and Tempest knew. 


Sam slipped off Tempest’s halter. She wouldn’t take a chance that Tempest would rear and paw at it again. If she 
caught a hoof through the cheek strap, she could fall and break one of her slender legs. 


Before Sam could move away and tell the filly she was free, Tempest began sniffing her sleeve. 


“Tt’s me,” Sam told her. “I’m the one asking you to understand all this crazy stuff.” 


Tempest gave a huff of milky breath, then trotted off to her mother, just as Dallas set the mare loose. 
As Sam turned toward Dallas, her legs felt soft as noodles. She wasn’t sure they’d hold her up. 
Dallas stared at her cheek. 


“What?” Sam said, hands on hips. But she sounded so rude, she tried to amend her snappish question. “Pll put ice on 
it later, okay?” 


“Fine,” Dallas said, then tumed to go. 

“Wait. Dallas? Thanks for helping me. I’m sorry—” 

He gave a “go on” gesture. 

“I just want to try training her the way I did Blackie,” Sam said. 

Was Dallas looking pointedly toward the range, indicating her technique had resulted in losing Blackie? After all, he 
had escaped to become the powerful stallion known as the Phantom. No. Sam realized Dallas was focused on the 
sounds coming from the horse trailer. 

“Ryan brought his colt over to play with Tempest,” Sam explained. “Do you think that’d be all right?” 

Dallas nodded slowly. “If you keep the mares quiet, I don’t see what it can hurt.” 

“Thanks,” Sam said on a sigh, and then she turned to Ryan. 


Linc Slocum’s son was as smooth and reserved as his father was lumpy and loud. 


Dressed in a tan polo shirt and jeans, Ryan had sleek coffee-colored hair that he wore a little long. He looked 
European, rich and, right now, relieved. 


“Did Jennifer tell you what I had in mind?” Ryan asked. 
“About the colts,” Sam said. 


“Ah.” He sounded disappointed, but just for a second. Had he expected Jen to ask the favor for him? Apparently not, 
because Ryan’s eyes brightened as he asked, “Would you like a look at him, then?” 


Sam guessed her grin was answer enough, because Ryan moved to open the back of the trailer. 


The seconds it took Ryan to work the trailer latch free cranked up Sam’s eagerness until she wanted to jump in and 
help. 


Would the colt be an Appaloosa like his sweet-tempered mother or a stocky, heavy-headed animal like his sire? 


The thick-maned stallion had been named Diablo by his owner, Rosa Perez. That was Spanish for “devil,” but Rosa 
had claimed the stallion was “mild as a dove” with her. 


Two horses backed from the trailer as one. The mare curved around the foal with such tenderness, Sam could barely 
see him. 


She had forgotten Apache Hotspot was so beautiful. The young mare showed the best of her Thoroughbred and 
Appaloosa heritage. Her cocoa-brown head, neck, mane, and front legs flowed into a snow-white body sprinkled 
with brown. 


“Hotspot looks wonderful,” Sam said, recalling what she’d heard of the foal’s difficult birth and the mare’s anxiety 
afterward. “But she sure doesn’t want me to see—” 


Sam broke off, hoping Ryan would supply the colt’s name. 

“Shy Boots,” Ryan announced. 

It suited him, Sam thought, as Hotspot danced restlessly aside. 

Gangly and timid, the colt ducked his head, then peered up at Sam through impossibly long eyelashes. 
“Ohhh.” Sam felt an instant tug at her heart. 


Cocoa-brown like his dam, Shy Boots had a perfect white blanket over his hips. It was marked with spatters that 
looked like chocolate snowflakes. Pure white stockings reached from his faintly striped hooves to his knees. 


“Ryan, he’s darling.” 
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“He’d rather be called ‘magnificent,’” Ryan said. “But I suppose that will come with time.” 


Sam laughed. Sophisticated Ryan was actually speaking for his horse. Sam did it all the time, but this was the first 
time she’d heard it from him. 


A squeaking snort came from the barn corral. Sam turned to see Tempest pressing against the fence, watching Shy 
Boots. 


“She wants to play with him,” Sam said. 
“Then we won't keep the lady waiting,” Ryan said. 


He led Hotspot toward the corral, and Sam opened the gate. Shy Boots stayed so close to his mother, their burnished 
coats seemed to merge. 


Until he saw Tempest. 

Then, the colt frisked a few brave steps away. 

Dark Sunshine flattened her ears, warning the newcomers from across the pen. 

“Dallas said we should keep hold of the mares, at least ’til we see how they do together,” Sam said. 
“Very well,” Ryan said. 

The foals wasted no time inspecting each other. 


Black muzzle touched brown before two exploring nickers erupted. Tempest made loud snuffling noises as she 
sniffed the colt’s face. Shy Boots flicked his ears back and rolled his eyes. Tempest’s ears sagged to each side, 
showing the colt she meant no harm by her curiosity. 


Both foals raised their heads. Each tried to reach higher, until Shy Boots reared and Tempest snapped her teeth at his 
front legs. 


Sam glanced at Dark Sunshine, but the mare had fallen to grazing. That must mean she wasn’t worried. 

As they reached some equine agreement, both foals’ tiny brushlike tails flicked up and they burst into a run. Circling 
the corral, Tempest chased Shy Boots, nipping at his tail. Shy Boots zigzagged past his mother, nearly rammed Dark 
Sunshine, then wheeled to confront Tempest. They were off again, this time with Tempest in retreat. 


Their joy was contagious. Across the ranch yard, the saddle herd began galloping around the ten-acre pasture, too. 


“Last year your dad said Hotspot’s foal might be ‘fast as a caged squirrel,’” Sam told Ryan. 


“He does manage those long legs rather well.” Ryan sounded like a parent trying to be modest. 


Ryan looked so proud and so fond of Shy Boots, she decided not to mention that Linc had also said she could have 
the foal. 


Something in Shy Boots cut through Ryan's cold reserve and made him happy. She wouldn't think of holding Linc 
to his offer. 


The foals returned to their mothers and nursed so briefly, it seemed they were checking in, rather than seeking 
meals. 


Dark Sunshine rested her chin on Tempest’s back. Hotspot grazed and Shy Boots imitated her, spreading his front 
legs wide as he tried to nibble the sparse grass. 


“Is he eating solid food already?” Sam asked. 
“Trying,” Ryan said. “Each day he chews more and nurses less.” 


Dark Sunshine was more watchful of Tempest than Hotspot was of Shy Boots. As Sam and Ryan eased out of the 
pen, Sam saw Dallas and mentioned the difference between the two mares. 


“That’s the way of it,” Dallas said. “While they’re little, filly foals are closer to their mamas. Once they’re yearlings, 
though, the moms show more attachment to the colts.” 


Sam mulled that over, trying to make sense of it. Since young mares and young stallions were both driven from the 
herds by their sires, what were the mares thinking? 


Tired out, Shy Boots flung himself down for a nap beside his grazing mother. As his tiny brown head scrubbed back 
and forth in the grass, trying to find a comfortable position, Sam decided his delicate bone structure showed no sign 
of his hammerhead father. 


Tempest watched her playmate doze, but when she turned to bite the area above her tail, scratching an itch, she did it 
loudly. Then she used a hind hoof to scratch behind her ear. Fighting for balance, Tempest squealed, then looked at 
Shy Boots to see if he’d noticed. 


The colt’s long eyelashes stayed closed. 


“She’s doing everything she can to get his attention,” Sam said as Tempest bolted into another lap around the corral. 
“T wish he and Hotspot could stay.” 


“So do I.” Ryan spoke up quickly, as if Sam’s words were the go-ahead he’d needed. “That’s what I intended to ask 
of you.” 


So this was why Jen had said she couldn’t give Ryan the permission he needed. Sam swallowed hard. There was no 
way in the universe Dad would allow more horses at the ranch. 


“Then, as I drove over here,” Ryan went on, “I realized my father would find them at River Bend.” 
“Find them?” Sam asked. 
Ryan drew a breath. His explanation was probably going to be a long one. 


“A few days ago, my father had Hotspot trailered over to Sterling Stables to be bred to Cloud Cap, a stallion of good 
bloodlines,” Ryan began. 


Sam nodded. 


“Shy Boots went along, since he’s still nursing,” Ryan said. “And, according to everyone watching, that’s why, 
when Cloud Cap was loosed to Hotspot, she attacked him. She thought she needed to protect Shy Boots from the 


stallion.” 
She might have been right, Sam thought. In mustang herds, stallions sometimes killed foals that weren’t their own. 


“When Mr. Sterling opened the gate, Cloud Cap didn’t have to be coaxed away from Hotspot. He fled.” Ryan’s 
shoulders lifted in a slight shrug. “Mr. Sterling suggested a second try after Shy Boots was weaned. He was polite 
about it, saying it happened now and then, but when my father returned home, he condemned Boots as a mongrel 
that had ruined everything.” 


“You can’t let him think that way,” Sam warned Ryan. She’d seen Linc Slocum’s cruelty. The Phantom wore a scar 
from it. 


“I did my best,” Ryan said. “I reminded him of Hotspot’s bloodlines and Diablo’s stamina. Eventually, he calmed 
down. He agreed—at least I thought he had—to merely wean Boots early.” 


“He’s only a few weeks old,” Sam protested. 

“I know. I’m afraid he’ll be perpetually timid.” Ryan stared away from the corral, past River Bend’s bridge. 
“Hotspot is his only family. Take him away too young and he’ll have no one but me.” Ryan gave a short, mocking 
laugh. “And I’m the last one who could teach him what it means to be a Western horse.” 

“Ryan...” Sam began, but Ryan motioned her to wait. 

“All the same, I agreed to early weaning, because it seemed the safest route.” 

Safest? Sam didn’t like the sound of that. 

“This morning, I was supposed to take Hotspot back to Sterling Stables without Boots.” 

Ryan cleared his throat, then he gripped both of Sam’s shoulders. 


She would have twisted away if he hadn’t looked down into her eyes with desperation. 


“This morning, before I left, my father was on the telephone telling someone that the easiest way to ‘wean’ Boots 
was to cull him.” 


“What did he mean by that?” Sam asked, but her heart was already plummeting. 


Linc Slocum had scarred the Phantom’s neck and caused much of the stallion’s dislike for humans. What would he 
do to a “mongrel” foal like Shy Boots? 


“He wants to have Boots destroyed.” 


Horror slashed through Sam’s imagination. She thought of bullets, syringes full of poison.... But when her eyes 
settled on Shy Boots, she realized it wouldn’t take much to end his new life. 


“Please,” Ryan said, when Sam stayed silent. “Help me hide them where my father won’t think to look. I wouldn’t 
ask, Samantha, but you’re my only hope.” 


Chapter Three 


Hiding horses wasn’t the same as stealing them, but would her dad see the difference? Sam didn’t think so. 

“Won’t that just delay the problem?” she asked Ryan. 

“I think not,” Ryan said with sudden confidence. “For two reasons. First, the time for breeding Hotspot will be past. 
Second, my father is certain to lose interest.” Ryan’s lips twisted into a mocking smile. “You may have noticed 
Father’s passion for projects is rather short-lived.” 

Ryan was right. 

“It might work,” Sam agreed. “But you don’t need me—” 

“Ah, but I do. I can’t find the box canyon you and Jennifer discovered. Not alone.” 

“T don’t know,” Sam said, stalling. 


“She told me it has shade and water, everything they’d need to wait this out.” 


“Yeah,” Sam said. She and Jen had found a shady box canyon big enough to hold a few cattle, and it was silly to feel 
jealous over Jen telling him about it. “It’s up near High Grass Canyon, halfway to Cowkiller Caldera, but...” 


Ryan forced the fingers of one hand through his dark hair, looking worried. He loved his horses and she wanted to 
help him, but this felt wrong. 


“Ryan, I know the canyon sounds like a solution, but I’m not sure it’s safe. There are predators up there. Cougars, 
coyotes—” Sam stopped, shaking her head. Did Jen really think this was a good idea? “And it’s right on the edge of 
the Phantom’s territory.” 

“Oh, not that fable again,” Ryan said. 

Fine, Sam thought. She’d let Ryan believe her silver stallion was imaginary. The Phantom would be safer that way. 
Suddenly Ryan fixed Sam with a stare. 

“You do know there’s blood on your face,” he said. 


“Tt doesn’t hurt,” Sam snapped. 


She glared at Ryan. Was he grossed out by a spot of blood? Did he think embarrassing her would make her more 
likely to go along? 


“I’m sorry,” Ryan said, at last. “I don’t know why I brought that up. I’m awfully attached to Boots and my feelings 
are in a tangle.” 


He continued, “You’re right, of course, that stallions gather mares. But how can I listen to prattle about magical 
horses when Boots’s life is at stake?” 


“T never said he was magical,” Sam insisted. “But he’s strong. If he or any wild stallion wanted to add Hotspot to his 
herd, no fence would stop him.” 


Sam pictured New Moon, the Phantom’s pure black son, and Yellow Tail, a wild chestnut stallion. Either horse 
could leap a fence, then use nips and neighs to drive Hotspot and Shy Boots away. 


“It happened to her once before,” Sam reminded Ryan. “Diablo herded her right off Gold Dust Ranch.” 


“You may be right,” Ryan conceded. 


I am right, Sam thought, but Ryan had grown up in England. Her descriptions of wild horses and mountain lions 
probably sounded like Wild West fantasies to him. 


“I agree there's an element of danger in my plan,” Ryan admitted, “but it’s worth the risk. And I'll take full 
responsibility.” 


“Promise?” Sam asked. 

“You have my word on it,” Ryan said. “All you have to do is lead me there.” 

As Sam watched, Tempest walked close enough to the sleeping Shy Boots to nibble his fluffy mane. 

C’mon, wake up, she seemed to say, but she was gentle. 

“All right,” Sam said at last. “Pll do it if my father agrees. He and Brynna should be back in a couple hours.” 
Agitated, Ryan looked at his silver watch as if he had an appointment to keep. 

“We don’t have a couple of hours,” Ryan insisted. 

“What’s the difference, if—” 

“It’s only three hours from here to Winnemucca and my father’s a fast driver. If he gets back, wonders why I’m 
taking so long delivering Hotspot, and notices Boots is gone, the entire effort of bringing them to you is wasted. 
Boots will be destroyed anyway. The only difference is, you will have thrown away a chance to save him.” 
“Me? That’s not fair.” 

“Sam, do you think it’s easy for me to beg for your help?” Ryan set his jaw. 

His expression said he’d expected more of her, but Sam knew she was right. Blaming her wasn’t fair. 


Sam ran back through all the reasons why she shouldn’t go along with Ryan. She crossed her arms and stared at the 
ground. If she looked at Shy Boots, she knew she’d weaken. 


Because Linc was so cruel, she could ignore the feeling that she was almost stealing the horses. 
But what about the cougars and coyotes? 

Jen was a science whiz. If she thought the horses would be safe, maybe she was right. 

Sam sighed and looked at her own watch. 

“What about this,” Ryan countered. “TIl just hide them there until morning.” 

“Predators hunt at dusk,” Sam said. 


No matter what Jen thought, Sam was afraid of cougars. She’d been the intended prey of one and the memory was 
never far away. 


Her muscles tightened, as if she could feel the crash of the young cougar against her back. It hadn’t been the cat’s 
fault, but that moment had been the most frightening of her life. 


Shy Boots wouldn’t survive such an attack. Even if Hotspot fought for his life, she was a stable-bred horse and no 
match for a wild animal with slashing teeth and claws. Even mustang mares lost foals to hungry cougars. 


“Help me do this now and PII talk with Father as soon as he returns from Winnemucca. I'll make him understand, 


then bring the horses home before the sun goes down. If I fail, I’ll stay overnight with them,” Ryan promised. 
“You will?” Sam asked, surprised. 

She tried to meet his eyes, but Ryan looked down. 

He really loved Hotspot and Shy Boots, Sam thought. He must be hiding tears. 

“All right,” Sam said. “But we have to hurry.” 

Minutes later, Hotspot and Boots had been reloaded into the trailer, Sam had gathered a staple gun and a roll of 
plastic fence, and she was giving thanks that she hadn’t run into Dallas while she was gathering them. But she still 


had to face Gram. If she sneaked away without saying where she was going, she’d be grounded for life. 


Since Gram was busy baking for the HARP girls’ arrival, maybe she’d be too distracted to pay close attention. 
Hoping so, Sam started talking the minute she opened the kitchen door. 


“Gram, I’m going to help Ryan—” 


Gram blew a wisp of gray hair away from her eyes as she turned, holding a sheet of cookies she’d just taken from 
the oven. 


“My word, what have you done to your cheek?” 
Gram set the hot cookie sheet down with a clatter. 
“It’s nothing. In fact, I forgot all about it. I hurt it when I was working with Tempest,” Sam admitted. 


“Go wash your face. Then, bring me the hydrogen peroxide, some gauze, and”—-Gram frowned in concentration, 
clearly judging the size of the cut—“a big Band-Aid should do it.” 


“Ryan needs me to—” Sam began. 


“Ryan can wait. I don’t want you getting some sort of infection.” Gram reached for a spatula. “Besides, he’ll forget 
his impatience when you bring him some cookies.” 


Without another protest, Sam did as Gram asked. 


She turned on the water and was about to splash her face when she saw her image in the bathroom mirror. No 
wonder Dallas, Ryan, and Gram had all mentioned the injury. 


“Yuck,” she told her reflection. 


Tempest’s hoof had sliced an inch-long cut over her cheekbone. The spot was swollen and dusty. Blood had 
smeared all around it. 


She gingerly dabbed water to tidy the wound. When it was pretty clean, she descended the stairs, not really looking 
forward to Gram’s tending. 


“Where are you two going?” Gram asked, after she’d squeezed a stinging fizz of peroxide over the cut, wiped it, and 
smoothed on a bandage. 


“He wants me to show him how to get to High Grass Canyon,” Sam explained, moving her cheek experimentally. It 
felt stiff, but it didn’t hurt. 


“You could draw him a map, but I’m sure that wouldn’t be half as much fun,” Gram mused. “Leave those things and 
Pll put them away,” she said, waving toward the first aid supplies. “You just worry about hurrying home.” 


With that, Gram turned her attention back to baking. 


One minute later, Sam was sitting in the front seat of Ryan’s truck, watching him munch oatmeal cookies as the 
truck bumped over the bridge and onto the highway. 


“I promised to be back before Brynna and Dad get here with the new HARP girls,” Sam warned. 
“You will be,” Ryan vowed. 


Sam was examining her puffy cheek in the truck’s rearview mirror, when Ryan leaned to one side and his image 
replaced hers. 


At first she thought he was looking at himself, but his hopeful expression surprised her. 

She turned toward him and saw his hand lift to wave. 

The truck coming toward them was huge and yellow. She didn’t recognize the driver as it passed by. 

“Who’s that?” she asked. 

“Karl Mannix.” 

It took a minute for Sam to remember the name. 

“The guy who sold your dad the deerhounds?” Sam asked. “Are you friends?” 

Just last week, the Louisiana deerhounds had caused Dad’s horse to fall with him. Not long after that, the hounds 
had cornered a mustang foal. Deer-hunting dogs were illegal in Nevada, but only the near disasters had convinced 
Linc to send them back where they belonged. 

“No, we’re not friends. Why would you think that? He just works for my father. He’s supposed to be a cowboy,” 
Ryan said dubiously, “but I heard Jed Kenworthy tell Mrs. Cole that ‘this fella Karl’ was supposed to be a cattle 
expert who raised black Angus.” Ryan pronounced the name of the breed of cattle uncertainly. “Then Jed added that 
Mr. Mannix knew more about stocks and bonds than livestock.” 


Sam made an understanding noise. 


She guessed she’d misinterpreted Ryan’s expression. Even though he was new to Nevada, he understood that 
cowboying took skills most people didn’t have. 


Driving over the foothills between War Drum Flats and Arroyo Azul took no time at all in the truck, but the terrain 
began changing from alkali flats and sagebrush to pinion pine—covered slopes. Riding this wild country on 
horseback was easier than tackling it with a truck and trailer. 


As they hit a washboard-rutted bit of road, Sam’s cheek ached. She should have taken some aspirin to ward off the 
soreness. 


“Hold on,” Ryan wamed, but Sam wasn’t prepared for the swerve that slammed her against the passenger side door. 
“Sorry. I was trying to miss that rut,” he explained. 

The road had narrowed to a rough trail. 

When she and Jen had ridden here, the horses had stepped around the rain-sculpted washouts and small rock slides. 
“We're getting close,” she told Ryan. 

“And a good thing. This is becoming somewhat tricky.” 


Ryan slowed the Jeep to a crawl. Still, hardened furrows of mud shook the vehicle, making her cheek twinge each 
time, but it was the worried shifting of hooves in the trailer behind them that made her want to stop. 


“Tt’s only another mile or so to the box canyon,” Sam said, looking up the hillside. “Shall we lead them in?” 
“Great idea,” Ryan said. 


Avoiding a boulder with a white scuff across its face, Ryan pulled the truck to the right side of the road, put on the 
emergency brake so the Jeep wouldn’t roll backward down the steep hill, and turned the key to “off.” 


Unnerved by the bumpy ride, Hotspot backed out of the trailer at full speed, knocking Ryan aside before he reached 
her lead. 


But Sam was quick enough to snag the leather strap. 

“Got her,” Sam said. 

Hotspot danced in place, lifting her knees and flaring her nostrils. After a few breaths, she seemed reassured. 
Ears flicking, the Appaloosa inspected her surroundings, oblivious to Shy Boots’s anxious nickers. 

The colt stayed in the trailer until Ryan walked inside, looped a soft rope around his neck, and led him out. 
“He leads?” Sam said. 


Ryan had simply looped the rope around the colt’s neck. He’d used no halter, no knots even, and Boots had followed 
him like a pet poodle. 


Recalling the bucking fuss Tempest had put up, Sam could hardly believe it. 


“Yes, he leads quite nicely,” Ryan boasted. When he let the rope slip free, Shy Boots bolted forward to nudge 
Hotspot with his chocolate-brown nose. 


Quite nicely, Sam’s mind mimicked, but she couldn’t picture herself asking Ryan for training tips. 


“She’s not afraid.” Ryan smoothed his hand over the mare’s sleek neck. “In England, I rode a big dappled beast of a 
horse named Voyager. He took any jump I put him at. Apparently, though, he’d never been out of sight of stables 
and riding rings. 


“On a lark, I decided to try him over a cross-country course. He wouldn’t even begin. He simply froze up. All four 
legs went stiff at the sight of forest and rolling hills.” 


“You’d think he’d just want to run,” Sam said. 


When she rode Ace, one glimpse of the wide range made him fight the bit, eager to gallop. But as she waited for 
Ryan’s response, he seemed more uneasy than Hotspot. 


That probably made sense, considering the mare had run the open range once before. 


The first time she’d seen Hotspot, Sam had been riding with Jake near War Drum Flats. They’d spotted an elegant 
horse van as its driver unloaded the Appaloosa before starting to fix a flat tire. They’d offered to help, and while 
Sam held the mare, the Phantom had appeared. 


The silver stallion hadn’t been bold enough to gallop down and introduce himself. Instead, he’d played hide-and- 
seek from the foothills, while the fascinated mare watched. 


“You lead Hotspot and I'll wrestle this,” Ryan said, interrupting the memory. He hefted the roll of orange plastic 
fencing over one shoulder and gripped the staple gun in the other. Then he glanced back down the trail, toward the 
highway, as if he was worried he’d been followed. 


As they trudged uphill, Sam wished she’d been wearing anything but sneakers. They’d been great for working with 
Tempest this morning, but the smooth soles slipped as she hurried to stay beside Hotspot. 


Even so, she tried to stay alert for signs of wild horses. With luck, Shy Boots’ troubled nickers wouldn't draw 
predators. 


"We've got to make him stop that,” she told Ryan. 


«He's just an infant. What do you expect?” Ryan didn’t sound concerned as he shifted the fencing to his other 
shoulder and kept walking. 


“I’m not trying to be mean,” Sam said. “But every animal around here will recognize the sound of a small animal in 
distress. He won t be safe.” 


Ryan's shoe slipped on a patch of skree. He fought for balance, managing not to drop the roll of fencing, but he 
sounded frustrated as he went on. “I trust he’ll be weary when we reach our destination and he’ll fall asleep.” 


Sam hoped Ryan was right, but she had no faith in his prediction. She had a bad feeling about this. 


Secret or not, she planned to tell Dad the minute he got home. 


Chapter Four 


Sweat burned Sam’s eyes. She’d already pushed her shirt sleeves above her elbows and tugged her collar open. She 
couldn’t do much else to keep cool. 


